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[The following article was distributed by Pacific News Service (PNS) on 11/21-24/88. The LADB
has authorization for reproduction from PNS.] By Bob Ostertag Is El Salvador headed toward a
leftist-led insurrection? With the urban strength of the guerrillas of the Faribundo Marti National
Liberation Front, or FMLN, on the rise, the issue is being debated with renewed urgency among
the various forces which comprise the Salvadoran left. According to top-level guerrilla documents
captured by the army in a major intelligence coup, the rebels have developed a comprehensive plan
to spark an insurrection among the residents of the teeming slums and working-class barrios of El
Salvador's cities. The documents, titled "Plan Fuego," or Fire Plan, contain a detailed schematic for
the development of an intricate interlocking web of urban commando cells, militia units, student
and union organizers. and propaganda teams, and outline how the work of these units should
be brought together to provoke a more widespread insurrection. But despite its growing military
strength, the FMLN will need to dramatically change the political climate in the cities if its hopes
for an insurrection are to be realized. Thanks to a series of remarkable polls taken over the last
several years by the Jesuit-run University of Central America, or UCA, more is known about public
opinion in El Salvador than is often the case in third world countries locked in civil war. According
to the poll data, while disillusion with the existing government is widespread, only some 30% of
the population has adopted explicitly "radicalized" politics. The issue in the current leftist debate
is what impact this radical nucleus can have on the broader population over the coming year. The
Catholic university itself has long been a center of dissident thinking in El Salvador, and many of
today's guerrilla commanders were students of the Jesuits in the 1970s when the rebellion began
to take shape. But UCA leaders have carefully maintained a degree of academic neutrality for
their institution by staying an arm's length away from the armed guerrillas, and now argue that
the guerrillas' belief in the possibility of insurrection is an indication that the mountain-based
commanders are confusing wishes for reality. "People are very conscious of their misery, of their
hunger, even of who is exploiting them," asserted UCA Vice Rector Ignacio Martin-Baro. "But
this doesn't lead them to think of insurrection." According to the academic, the rebels remain
frustrated by the pervasive fear among much of the population of participating in leftist activities,
a fear resulting from a campaign of mass political murder waged by ultra-rightist terrorist squads
and some military officers in the early 1980s that left tens of thousands dead. Over the last 12
months such killings have again begun to increase. The UCA's assessment is largely shared by
the Democratic Convergence, a coalition of moderate leftist politicians which will run a leftist
presidential candidate for the first time in El Salvador's history next March on a platform favoring
a negotiated solution to the war. But while their view of the current situation coincides with the
Jesuits', they add that things could change rapidly. "We don't see the future as static," argued
Ruben Zamora, the coalition's most articulate spokesman. "There are all kinds of sudden and
powerful events that can bring about a change." Zamora emphasized the uncertainty surrounding
upcoming presidential elections, adding that electoral frauds imposed by the army nearly provoked
insurrections in 1972 and 1977. The guerrillas of the FMLN acknowledge that they can only count
on a radicalized nucleus now. But they have increasing condience in the ability of this nucleus to
shatter the political balance which has kept the civil war stalemated for eight years. In the "Plan
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Fuego" papers, the strategists in the rebel General Command take issue with their former professors
at the university. While the guerrillas agree that the fear from the years of worst repression is
currently an obstacle to bringing new sectors under their influence, they argue that the period also
left behind a deep-seated and widespread hatred toward El Salvador's military establishment and
its American backers. The rebels argue that if they can demonstrate sufficient military strength
to show the population they have a real chance of defeating the army, the "political memory" of
hatred will overcome that of fear and insurrection will result. Publicly, army officers ridicule the
idea of a leftist insurrection. "Insurrection is a political phenomenon," said Col. Juan Orlando
Zepeda. "It won't happen just because (guerrilla commanders) wish it to. What we see instead is
a decomposition of the subversive forces into acts of terrorism." Privately, however, army leaders
are less sure of their hand. Col. Zepeda himself headed army intelligence prior to his transfer to
the capital-based First Brigade last June. Before leaving the intelligence office, Zepeda wrote an
internal paper summarizing the military's knowledge of the insurgents. The paper concludes by
asking, "To what degree do the subversives have the quantitative and qualitative forces sufficient for
launching a general offensive?" The author answers his own question: "We cannot determine this
with precision."

-- End --
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